When Congress enacted the new welfare law in 1996, it put at least as much emphasis on reducing teen and nonmarital childbearing as it did on requiring work. It did so for a very good reason: A high proportion of children living in single-parent families are poor (see Figure 1) , and the growth of single-parent families has contributed to the rise in child poverty over the past few decades. So anything that stems the growth of such families could be beneficial to children. 
Poverty Trends in Family Structure
Poverty in the United States, especially child poverty, is increasingly associated with family structure. In the mid-1960s, only 35 percent of all poor children lived in female-headed families. Today, that figure stands at 63 percent. The proportion being raised by single parents is even higher when we exclude children affected by short spells of poverty of the kind typically associated with brief periods of joblessness and focus just on children who spend most of their formative years in poverty.
The proportion of all American children who are poor increased from 15 percent in 1970 to 21 percent in 1994 (and then declined). Virtually all of this increase was associated with the growth of single-parent families (see Figure 2) . The arithmetic behind this conclusion is straightforward. Because child poverty is five times higher in single-parent than in two-parent families and because the proportion of all children living in fatherless families increased dramatically, child poverty rates increased by about five percentage points over this period. This phenomenon begs the question of why marriage has collapsed, but the simple facts about the breakdown of families and their implications for children are indisputable.
Not only the growth of female-headed families but also shifts in the composition of the group of single parents have contributed to greater poverty and welfare dependency. In the 1960s and 1970s, most of the growth of single-parent families
